THE QARA MOUNTAINS

monies attending male circumcisions, and batches of youths
undergo what is a severe public test of their fortitude on the
same day. Large numbers of men and women assemble
round a large open space. On a rock in the centre sits the
boy of fifteen, a sword in hand. This sword, which has
been blunted for the occasion, he throws into the air to
catch it again in its descent, his palm clasping the naked
blade. Before him sits the circumciser,1 an old man;
behind him stands an unveiled virgin, usually a cousin or a
sister, also sword in hand.

She raises and lowers her sword vertically, and at the
bottom of the stroke strikes it quiveringly with the palm of
her left hand. The stage is now set. The boy sits, his left
hand outstretched palm upwards, in suppliant manner,
waiting for the actual operation. This done, he has
promptly to rise bleeding and run round the assembly
raising and lowering his sword as if oblivious of pain, and
by his performance his manliness will be judged.2 The rite
is attended by brave songs and drumming and the firing of
rifles, the women opening their upper garments as a gesture
of baring their breasts. But no such manifestations of joy,
indeed no manifestations at all, accompany the clitoridec-
tomy of the infant female, which is done in secret.

Hair customs seem to be connected with the sexual life.
A conspicuous feature is the central lock worn by boys,

1 Usually a shaikh or man of good family, whereas in Oman only a gypsy
or menial will officiate.

2 With the Mahra tribe male circumcision at one time was carried out
on the eve of a man's marriage. To-day a decent interval is allowed.  Men
and women foregather round desert fires.   Eight or ten of the most present-
able females are paraded and the men declare who is the most beautiful of
them, while the remaining ladies protest characteristically, 'No! No! No! No!'
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